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Are we still thirsty

for knowledge?

Or

are we already saturated?

You tell me.







 



When I had my first money

I was excellent with it.

But when that first money ran out

I became desperate

and unethical.

So I had to build it back up again

like a true hustler.

Then I made stupid money

and spent it erratically

like an addict with surplus drugs

ending up in money rehab.

So now that I’ve faced and battled my demons

and won,

I only hope and pray

that I can make it back to heaven

and stay there

before I die.


“Peaks & Valleys”

by Omar Tyree








Introduction

What Is the Pecking Order?




WITHIN THE ANIMAL KINGDOM, as much as fair-minded individuals would love to create an equal playing field for humanity and all its resources, there will always be inequalities. Some of us will become smarter, faster, taller, more confident, and more successful than those around us at producing surplus goods and wealth.

Scholars have argued for ages to explain the reasons for these inequalities, but whether or not we agree with their individual philosophies is a moot point. The result of human competition remains constant. Like it or not, someone will eat first, someone will eat last, someone will eat ten times more than what they need in a lifetime, and someone else will barely eat enough to survive for ten years.

As humans, we regard ourselves as more civil and intelligent than the rest of the animal kingdom. Nevertheless, when it comes to the natural resources we are all forced to compete for, we have yet to eradicate the animalistic nature of the pecking order. In fact, we continue to admire it and are forced, by man-made hierarchies and value systems, to accept our place in line.

In my sincere effort to explain the ongoing mechanisms of the pecking order, in seven parts and twenty-one chapters, I want to tell you a story about a young, respectable accountant who—in a span of just four years—changed his position in line to become a multimillion-dollar brand and entrepreneur in the region of Southern California.

In Part I: The Start-up, we learn who he is, what he has been through, and what his immediate and long-term goals are.

In Part II: The Pros & Cons of Partners, we are led to understand the influences of the people he attracts, along with those he will always be tied to.

In Part III: Learning to Deal, we learn the hard lessons of human business behavior that our protagonist will be forced to understand for himself.

In Part IV: Life & Money Management, we are able to witness the natural changes that occur when men and women begin to assess their worth.

In Part V: Bigger Fish, we learn how the branding of a good name, along with successful execution in business, eventually leads to larger opportunities.

In Part VI: Million-Dollar Deals, we are led into the promised land of the big hits, where available capital is abundant.

And in Part VII: The Bottom Line, our new millionaire is forced to ask himself the questions, “What is it all for?” and “Where do I go from here?”








Part I

The Start-up










One

Downtown San Diego




BETWEEN THE HOURS of eight and nine PM on a Thursday evening, a black Nissan Altima traveled through light traffic, heading southbound on Interstate 5 toward downtown San Diego. Overhead, a US Airways commercial airplane zoomed down toward San Diego International Airport, less than a mile west of the highway. And as the sun continued to make its descent across the far west side of the Pacific Ocean, the night lights of San Diego’s downtown skyline began to flicker into an evening glow.

Inside the fairly clean two-year-old Altima was dead silence. The driver was not in the mood for music at the moment; too much else was on his mind.

He checked the clock on the dashboard for the fifth time to make sure he was still on schedule for his date at Hooters on Fourth Avenue. He wasn’t particularly in the mood for flirty young women serving drinks, burgers, chicken wings, and fries in skimpy orange shorts with white tank tops. But a commitment was a commitment, so he continued on his way.

Exiting the highway on Second Avenue, the black Altima traveled southbound toward Horton Plaza, a downtown shopping center with a multilevel parking garage. When he arrived at the garage entrance, the driver stopped and rolled down his window to receive a ticket at the gate. He then accelerated past the rows of parked cars to find an open space.

Once he had found a parking spot on the third level of the garage, the driver checked the time for a final countdown. It was 8:43 PM.

“Right on time,” he mumbled. He climbed out of the car and straightened out his button-up shirt of light blue pinstripes. His pants were dark blue denim, and his shoes were soft brown leather. He had dressed down on purpose for a casual date.

At 8:47, Ivan David strolled out of the parking garage exit. He was a light brown black man of medium build and medium height, with light brown hair and multicolored eyes. Some people described his eyes as rainbows, with rings of color from blue to light brown to green.

He looked around for a second to peruse his surroundings and sniff the downtown air. The nighttime temperature was at seventy degrees. Perfect. As soon he stepped out into the street to cross it, a yellow Ferrari Spider raced around the corner from his left and forced him to freeze.

Shit! Do I move forward or backward? Ivan asked himself. He had already made it halfway across the street. Move back, he decided.

As soon as he stepped out of the way, the yellow Ferrari sped past him with a California license plate that read TOO SLOW.

Ivan got the message and grinned. “Maybe I am,” he grunted before continuing across.

Hooters was two blocks away. Ivan proceeded to enjoy his evening stroll past the young and old couples who walked in and out of the restaurants that populated San Diego’s downtown strip.

“I’ll have a glass of Chardonnay,” a gray-haired businessman ordered at his outside table at Buenos Días Café. His young-as-a-daughter date sat across their small table with a controlled smile.

Ivan looked into her calculating green eyes and wondered whether she loved her older man or his older money.

The dirty-blond beauty looked up at him momentarily, as if to read his skepticism. Then she looked away, unconcerned by it.

Ivan chuckled to himself as he passed them by, outside the waist-high black iron gate that separated their table from the sidewalk. All he could think about was the numbers game: a fifty-two-year-old man, earning a mid to high six figures, and a twenty-eight-year-old date, earning a low five figures.

“I gotta stop thinking like an accountant,” he reminded himself as he walked.

When he arrived at Hooters and stepped inside, he blinked and readjusted his eyes. Damn. The bright orange was enough to blind a man.

“Hey, Ivan, over here.”

He turned to his left and spotted Catherine Boone, an old friend and fling from his undergrad days at San Diego State. She wore a lime-green dress, full of cleavage and curves, with matching lime-green heels. Her hair was shoulder length and straight, ideal for no-nonsense business. Her medium brown skin remained flawless.

As she stood up from her chair and table to greet him with an open hug, Ivan could see and feel that she had put on a good ten to twenty pounds of maturity.

“Whoa, you’re filling out a little bit,” he told her.

She smiled. “And?”

He hesitated. “And, what?”

“And, what does that mean?”

Women were finicky about their appearance. So Ivan remained coy.

“I don’t know. You tell me,” he responded.

Catherine broke away. “Ivan, is it a good thing or a bad thing? Because I like my new weight. I always thought I was too skinny in college.”

“You thought you were skinny?”

“Yeah, you didn’t think so?”

Catherine sat back down. Ivan sat in the chair across the table from her.

He shook his head and answered, “No, not really. Your weight was always fine to me.”

Catherine grinned at him. “It’s good to see that you’re still the same Ivan. You’re as vague and as noncommittal as ever. And no new girlfriend yet, right?”

Ivan smiled back. “I like keeping my concentration.”

Catherine grinned even harder. “Are we that bad, Ivan? I mean, really?”

She got all serious and stopped smiling. She wanted a sincere answer from him. A Hooters waitress broke them out of their groove before Ivan could grant her wish.

“Welcome to Hooters, my name is Claudia.” She immediately wrote her name down on a Hooters napkin in front of them. She was a breezy brunette in the bright white and orange uniform.

“Are you guys ready to order yet?”

The Hooters menu sat out in front of them on the tabletop.

Ivan frowned and squinted his eyes. “Ahh…I really didn’t get a chance to look at the menu yet.”

“I’ll have a beer and some fries,” Catherine ordered overtop of him.

“Okay,” the brunette perked. She wrote it down on her order pad. Then she looked back at Ivan. “I’ll be right back in a minute,” she promised him.

Ivan nodded. “All right.”

As soon as the waitress left them, Catherine changed her tone and reached her gentle hands across the table to place over Ivan’s. “I’m sorry to hear about your mother,” she told him. She had compassion in her dark brown eyes. She had heard about his mother’s funeral in Los Angeles through mutual friends. But her apology caught Ivan off guard. He froze for a second and daydreamed in her direction, before he shook it off and looked away.

He grunted, “It was gonna happen sooner or later.” He looked back into her eyes to finish his statement. “When you got any form of cancer, you’re fighting it to win or fighting it to lose.”

Catherine squeezed his hands tighter. “I know how much she meant to you.”

“Yeah,” Ivan grumbled. Then he forced himself to perk up. He said, “But the good thing she told me was to go ahead and live my life now, you know. I mean, I had been holding on for so long…”

“I know,” Catherine responded. She remembered it through their college years. Ivan’s mother had begged him several times each semester to stay away from home in South Central L.A. to finish his schooling in San Diego. She knew that her illness would be too much of a strain on him at home. And when he was offered an accounting job at the firm of Hutch & Mitchell in North Clairemont, his mother advised him to take it and stay there.

Now Ivan felt guilty about everything. Although returning home may not have changed the end result, he would have at least been able to see his mother more before she was confined to her deathbed.

Finally, he pulled his hands away from Catherine at the table.

“Look, we’re not here to talk about that. So, what’s up with this new job you got?” he asked her, changing the subject.

Catherine nodded and followed his lead. She wanted to make sure she got her empathy out of the way early. She had other plans for them that evening.

“Well, I may be moving back to the San Diego area if everything goes right,” she told him. She was originally from Sacramento. She said, “I had my interview this morning in Oceanside, but I made sure they put me up in a downtown San Diego hotel instead of all the way out there.”

Then she giggled. “I can get my way when I want it.”

Ivan sat back in his chair and smiled. “Yeah, I know it already.”

Catherine was a whiner, beggar, wheeler-dealer, or whatever else it took to get her way. She had worked her magic all throughout college as a business management major. And she was always in the middle of things.

Before she could get another word out, her conversation with Ivan was interrupted again.

“Hey, Ivan David. What’s going on, man?”

Ivan turned to his right and looked up. He’d recognize the Spanish-American accent with the rapid-fire tongue anywhere. It was Emilio Alvarez, an excitable rookie shortstop for the San Diego Padres.

“Hey, what’s going on, E.A.?” Ivan addressed him with an outstretched hand.

They had met a few months ago at the accounting firm offices. Emilio was a new Hutch & Mitchell client of Dominican descent from Texas. He was as brown as Catherine, with jet-black wavy hair. A happy-faced date stood attached to his right arm. She was as light as Ivan, with straight brown hair, and was Mexican.

“Hey, you tell me, I.D.,” Emilio responded. He had to pull his date loose to shake Ivan’s hand with his right.

Ivan joked, “You’re out here just walking around with no bodyguards? You could get mobbed.”

Emilio frowned. “Mobbed? Man, I’m just a young rookie trying to make a good name for myself. Nobody really knows me yet.”

As soon as he said it, the Hooters waitresses began to smile all around him.

“We know who you are, E.A.,” Claudia teased him. She spotted the rookie baseball player as soon as he walked in. She returned to the table with Catherine’s mug of beer and set it down in front of her.

Once Claudia spoke to Emilio, a few of the other waitresses breezed by.

“Yeah, rookies are still impressionable,” a bold blonde flirted, and laughed.

Emilio’s date didn’t look too pleased about that statement. But at least the blonde didn’t stick around long.

Emilio laughed it all off. He said, “Hey, Ivan, you know we have a big party down here tonight. You guys should come hang out with us. Big Deke is throwing it. So we’re gonna grab something to eat on Fifth Ave., then I can get you guys in VIP as my guests.”

Catherine listened as she sipped from her mug of beer. She immediately shook her head before Ivan could respond to him.

Ivan caught her response to the invitation and agreed to turn it down.

“Maybe another night, man. We’re just old friends over here catching up. But thanks for inviting us.”

“Oh, no problem. Anytime,” Emilio told him.

“Make sure you give me and my girls a few autographs before you leave,” Claudia commented to the rookie.

Emilio looked confused. “Ahhh…okay.”

His date said nothing the whole time, but her face said everything. She was just getting to know Emilio and had no idea how to respond to anything around them yet.

“Hey, rookie! What are you doing in here?” someone yelled from the doorway. The place was so bright that anyone could look straight through the glass windows and see everyone inside, just as Emilio had done to spot Ivan.

Ivan looked up again and recognized “Butch” Clayborne, a third baseman in his fifth year with the Padres. Butch had just signed a new multimillion-dollar contract earlier that year. He was a big, strong black man with two women: one white and one black. They were both proud to be his giddy companions for the night. And once the waitresses spotted Clayborne yelling through the doorway, several of them lost their cool.

“Oh, my God! Butch, are you coming in? Are you coming in?” they asked him with the double-talk of excitement.

He waved them off. “Nah, we don’t have time for that. Maybe another time.”

His two dates were already on their way in before he grabbed them back out.

“Hey, come on, let’s go,” he told them. Then he yelled back at Emilio, “Let’s go, rookie!”

The two women stumbled back out to join him awkwardly.

“Damn, my heel,” the black companion complained at the door.

The white companion laughed at her. In a flash, they were out of the doorway and headed up the street for Fifth Avenue.

Emilio looked back at Ivan and shook his head with a grin. “You see what I mean? I’m just a rookie this year. I got a long way to go to get to where he’s at. I’m just lucky he’s taking me under his wing.”

When Emilio left with his date, the Hooters establishment returned to its normal chatter. The surprise visit from the Padres’ baseball players had added a spark of insanity to the place. But as quickly as they had entered, they were gone.

“So, how do you know Emilio?” Claudia asked Ivan at the table. She had yet to receive an order from him. And she could see that the Padres rookie had a lot of respect for him. He had made it his personal mission to walk inside and say hi. He even invited Ivan and his date to a Padres party.

Ivan was still confused by all of it. “Ahh…”

Was it any of her business how he knew Emilio? How was he to respond to that?

Catherine was still shaking her head across the table with her beer. Things were getting a bit out of hand, from what she could see. Everyone was losing their focus.

She asked the waitress, “Are my french fries on the way out?”

Claudia caught her cold drift and got back to business.

“Oh, yeah, let me go get those for you.”

When the waitress left them alone again, Catherine said, “Now, that was just crazy. Did you see how they started to act in here? They act as if they never saw a baseball player before.”

Ivan smiled it off. “Yeah, but Butch Clayborne is more than just a regular player. He’s one of their bona fide stars now.”

The hype was no big deal to Ivan. He had been around plenty of wealthy and famous people. It was part of his job to go out and find new clients who had money. And they were all human. But what he didn’t understand was why Catherine wanted to meet him at Hooters in the first place. They would never have any privacy there.

“You wanna go somewhere else?” he asked her.

Catherine’s dress code surely didn’t fit Hooters. Her lime-green dress was more than casual.

She took a deep breath and calmed her nerves. She asked him, “How do you think my body compares to theirs?”

Ivan stared across the table to make sure that he had heard her right.

“What?”

“You heard me. How does my body compare to theirs?”

She bobbed her head to the left in reference to the Hooters waitresses, who were scampering around the tables, filling orders, and cleaning up.

Ivan couldn’t believe it. He shook his head and smiled. He said, “So that’s why you wanted to meet me here, to do a body check against Hooters waitresses? Are you kidding me?” He was halfway laughing. He said, “If you really wanna do a body check, then let’s go to this Padres party and do it for real. I mean, come on, none of these girls wanna wear the stuff they have to wear in here. It’s just a job.”

Catherine grinned back at him. She said, “I have my reasons.”

Ivan blew it off. “Anyway…next question.”

It was no competition in his book. He was embarrassed to even look at the waitresses. And Catherine was pleased to know it.

“Thank you,” she told him. A nod of confidence meant the world to a woman.

 

BY THE TIME they had left the place, it was well after ten o’clock, and Catherine was good and tipsy. It became obvious that Ivan would need to help her walk to wherever they were off to next.

“So, what hotel they got you up in?” he asked her.

Catherine was secure in his arms as they walked down Fourth Avenue.

“We’re almost there,” she told him. “And it’s a surprise.”

As they walked, a white stretch Hummer passed them by in the street and turned left down Fifth Avenue.

Catherine watched it and grunted. “Hmmph, I bet you think that’s more of your baseball players, don’t you? But if the Chargers were throwing a party, that would be a real party. I would have been interested in going to that.”

She added, “But it’s only, like, four or five black players on the whole Padres team. And I don’t count the Spanish guys. They’re not really down with us. But on the Chargers, more than half the team is black.”

Ivan only listened to her, amused by it all. He was slightly embarrassed by their night so far. What was her purpose for the evening; to get drunk while comparing her body to Hooters girls? That didn’t make any sense.

The next thing he knew, Catherine had him walking her along Harbor Drive.

Ivan said, “I could have gotten my car if I would have known we were walking this far.”

“It’s not far,” she told him. “All we have to do is cross the street and we’re almost there.”

Ivan looked across the street in the direction where they were headed and spotted the twin towers of the Manchester Grand Hyatt Hotel. The towers were set on prime real estate, right off the San Diego Bay. It was an immaculate hotel from the outside alone. Ivan had no idea what it looked like on the inside. He had never had any reason to stay there. But he could imagine it.

“Oh, shit, don’t tell me they got you staying here,” he responded.

Catherine giggled and said, “Yup. I told you I can get what I want when I want it. I couldn’t wait to show you this. But…”

She stopped herself momentarily before she mumbled, “You really wanna know why I took you through that whole Hooters thing?”

Ivan didn’t care. It was all trivial in his opinion. He decided to hear her out anyway.

“Yeah, what was up with that?” he asked as he continued to help her walk.

She said, “Okay. When I was back home in Sacramento, I found out that my ex was crazy about a girl who worked there. And he actually left me for her. And I was like…why?”

Ivan started to chuckle and couldn’t help himself. Women! Their insecurities were amazing.

Catherine promptly stopped them from walking. “I don’t see why that’s so funny, Ivan. My feelings were very hurt by that. Very hurt,” she told him.

“I’m college educated. He’s college educated. I’m a professional. He’s a professional. I’m good looking. He’s good looking. And still, he picked a Hooters girl over me? Why?”

Ivan said, “Trust me, Catherine, it’s not about the restaurant, it’s all about the girl.”

She said, “But why do guys like to see young women dressed so…provocatively? I mean, it’s so tasteless.”

Ivan didn’t feel like dealing with any of that. It was all meaningless. He thought more about seeing what the inside of the hotel looked like. So he ignored her question.

As they neared the front entrance, Catherine made sure to straighten herself up to walk in on her own. She didn’t want the hotel staff and guests to consider her tasteless.

“Good to have you back this evening,” the uniformed valet greeted Catherine from the hotel drive-through.

“Thank you,” Catherine told him.

Ivan only nodded to him. They then nodded to the uniformed bellman as they entered the grand lobby.

For Ivan, a modest penny-pincher from South Central L.A., the Manchester Grand Hyatt was immaculate. Top-of-the-line hotels allowed the imagination to run wild, with marble floors, rich carpet, giant chandeliers, crown molding, artwork, candles, exotic wood, interior plants, soft music, and tall ceilings. It was all there. The difference between a five-star hotel and an off-the-road inn was like the difference between heaven and hell.

“They actually put you in here just for an interview?” Ivan asked as they wandered through the lobby. “Which building are you in?”

“The Seaport.” She grabbed him by the hand to lead him in the right direction. She said, “It has the better view. And it’s the newer building.”

As they strolled toward the Seaport building elevators, Ivan looked more like an amazed gawker than a guest.

Catherine read his wide, colorful eyes taking it all in. She yanked his arm for a dose of reality. “Come on, you know they’re getting corporate rates. They’re not paying what we would have to pay for this. They never do. So I told myself, ‘Take advantage of it from the company now. Because I may not get another chance to.’”

Ivan nodded and agreed with her. “You’re right. This is another tax write-off.”

When they stepped into the elevator, another display of first-grade hotel quality, Ivan was inspired enough to go for broke.

He said, “Hell, why not just stay up in here for a night or two like it’s a vacation? You only live once, right? I got a thousand dollars in the bank for a vacation, don’t you?”

Catherine looked at her old college man as if she no longer recognized him.

“What, and this coming from the cheapest man I knew on San Diego State’s campus?” She said, “I remember you used to sneak out of line with your food at the cafeteria to save six dollars.”

Ivan laughed hard. He said, “That’s when I was holding down the fort. I had to do what I had to do. I was working a full-time job, going to school, and still sending money back home to my mom. But…like she said…I can live now.”

Ivan felt guilty even saying it. He could hardly get the words out of his mouth. But he did. The reality of the hotel had smacked him in the face with a cold hard hand of what he had been missing all of his life, an opportunity for luxury.

DINNNGGG!

The elevator doors opened to the hallway on the fourteenth floor.

“Here we are.” Catherine spoke up with a chuckle. “Wait till you see the view I have from the room.”

Ivan said, “We should have had our dinner date over here. They got restaurants downstairs, don’t they?”

Catherine looked at him, amused. “And you would have paid the prices for the restaurants in this hotel? And then turned around and tipped the waiters? Because this is not fries and chicken and burgers over here.”

Ivan smiled broadly, knowing better. He said, “You would have paid for it. Corporate rates. They got you in here, right? And you gotta eat.”

“Yeah, and I’m sure they’re looking to see exactly how expensive I can be, too,” she commented. “I don’t have this job yet, and I’m not a fool like that. So if we need to bring Chinese takeout back to this hotel, then that’s what we’ll do.”

They shared a laugh as they reached the room. As soon as they walked into the king-sized suite, Ivan walked straight over to the window view of the bay and just stood there. He could see clear across to Coronado Island to his left, or view the boats, piers, smaller islands, and seafood restaurants to his right.

“They call this the corner room,” Catherine told him.

Ivan looked out at a lone boat in the middle of the bay and wondered if it was the yacht of a rich man out on a private date. What a life that would be. He stood there stunned by the infinite possibilities of real wealth.

Catherine joined him at the window. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? The windows even open up so you can smell the air.”

She unlatched the large window and pushed it open for him to see. But Ivan remained speechless. The calculations were all running through his mind again as he idled there at the window. How could he afford to remain there at the hotel? How could he afford his own boat, property, leisure, travel, and custom designs?

Catherine moved to wrap herself within Ivan’s arms, as if they were still an on-fire college couple.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked him.

Ivan heard her question in his mind and ran with it. Problem was, he was thinking about too many things at once. So he settled on the most recent idea as his mind slowed down and came to a rest to answer her.

“I’m thinking about that Padres party.” He wondered what it was like and who all would be there to link up with. Maybe Emilio would introduce him to more of the major players on the team.

Catherine broke away, irritated by his answer. How could he still be thinking about a party when he had her all alone in a five-star hotel bedroom, with a dynamite view, wearing a dynamite dress, and horny to boot with alcohol in her system? What the hell was wrong with him?

“You really wanna go to that party that much, Ivan?” she snapped at him.

Ivan was surprised by her outburst. He hadn’t been paying her physical attractions much attention. He’d had a lot on his mind, with the thoughts of his mother passing away, before they had even met up that night. Now he had even more on his mind concerning how he planned to live out the rest of his life.

“I mean, I don’t have to go to this party, but…”

He stopped and thought about his dilemma. How exactly could he tell Catherine that she was old news, and that the party seemed more interesting to him at the moment? He wanted to get up close and personal with the people who could really afford to live. And he had been invited to do so.

Catherine looked into Ivan’s eyes, flickering in the moonlight from the window, and she decided to do something desperate to pique his interest. She wanted him to sleep over that night and give her his full attention without any distractions. So she massaged his crotch, kicked off her heels, and sank to her knees in front of him at the window.

She looked up and asked him, “Would this be your fantasy?”

Ivan could not deny that her spontaneous exuberance excited him. His manhood would surely respond to a blow job. But then he thought about their past. Catherine was a credit card woman. Whatever you spent with her, you would be forced to pay back later, and with interest. So Ivan shook his head and backed away from the purchase.

He told her, “Nah, I’m not really…”

He stopped and looked into Catherine’s determined face. Ivan knew who she was, and there were no surprises to her.

“I just know how you are,” he concluded. “And I’m not trying to go there.”

She ignored him and reached to unzip his pants zipper anyway.

Ivan stepped farther away and continued to deny her. He even put his hands in front of his pants to protect himself. “Yo—”

Catherine was incensed. “Just let me do what I want to do, Ivan. It may be my fantasy. And I promise not to hold you to anything.”

She was saying this from her knees, and the irony did not pass Ivan by. So he continued to shake his head.

“Look at this, Cat,” he commented, referring to her college nickname. “This ain’t a good picture,” he told her. “I mean, just look at you.”

Catherine heard him out, took a deep breath, and climbed back to her feet. Then she couldn’t even face him.

She sat on the edge of the king-sized bed and mumbled with her head down, “You’re still the same old Ivan…won’t break for nobody.”

Ivan didn’t respond. But she was right. He was a man who stuck by his principles.

She added, “I was hoping that you had changed a little bit.”

He didn’t have a response to that, either. The truth was, he hadn’t changed. He was still as strong willed as ever.

After another minute, the silence of the room increased the awkwardness for both of them.

Catherine finally decided to let the fish off the hook and send him back into the water.

“Well…if you wanna go to that party so much…”

Ivan jumped at his chance to leave with no shame. “Are you still gonna be up?” He knew he had to at least make his exit sound good.

Catherine looked at him and asked, “What, after the party? No.” She didn’t care about a consolation prize. She had lost him.

“I mean, just to call you up and make sure everything is all right,” he told her.

“Ivan, I’m a grown fucking woman, okay?” she snapped at him. “So you go do what you need to do and don’t worry about me.”

Ouch! He should have quit while he was ahead. Now he felt awkward again. Instead of saying anything else, he nodded and headed for the door.

“I’ll call you,” he said on the way out.

When the door closed behind him, Catherine took another deep breath and dropped her head even lower. All of her plans were out the window, falling fourteen stories down.

“Shit,” she grumbled into her lap. “I would have been better off at the fucking Days Inn…and could have saved them a bunch of money.”

 

IVAN WAS OUT of the hotel in a flash to hustle his way back to the action on Fifth Avenue.

“You’re leaving us already?” It was the same valet who had greeted Catherine when she and Ivan had entered the hotel.

Ivan faced him and answered, “I’ll be back.” He added, “Not tonight, but I’ll be back, though, for sure.” He planned on it. Then he laughed as he made his way back up Harbor Drive.

He felt like a college student again, rushing to make his way to the clubs. And on a Thursday night, he was sure that the Padres party would have few competitors.

When he arrived back in the Gaslamp Quarter, what San Diego referred to as its main restaurant and nightclub district, the stretch limos, luxury sedans, and exotic sports cars that lined the valet parking spaces outside the Market Street Hotel told him exactly where the party was.

The long line along the outside wall of the hotel made the party look more like a Saturday. But on a Thursday night, only the able people partied: those who didn’t have to clock in in the morning, those who didn’t care, and those who planned to work it all out.

Ivan fit the last group. He would definitely make it to work in the morning. He would just have less sleep to count on. But he was too curious that evening to let the opportunity of the Padres party pass by.

“Come on, just let us in, it’s only the two of us,” a pair of long-legged twins, wearing revealing dresses, begged the doormen at the front. The time was fast approaching midnight.

“In a minute,” the husky doorman responded to them. He stretched out his thick right arm in front of them, wearing the same professional black suit as the rest of the men who worked the party. Their orchestrated job looked like the set of a Men in Black movie. It was a doorman’s extra duty to deal with the begging types. So Ivan studied the scene to see how he would plead his own case. He definitely wasn’t planning on walking to the back of the long line and paying. However, he figured he at least needed to know what the cost would be.

“Hey, what’s the price to get in?”

The doormen looked him up and down before anyone answered. Who was he? Was he dressed correctly? Was he coming in? Or was he staying out?

Once they all established that Ivan David was a nobody, they gave him the price of general admission.

“Cover charge is twenty-five dollars. The line is that way,” one of the men piped up to him, and pointed. They continued to guard the entrance without missing a beat.

All right, here I go, Ivan told himself as he prepared to address the doormen with more information. He noticed that they marked off a guest list held just inside the doorway.

I hope Emilio has a list of names, he thought. From there, he would have to work it out himself.

“Actually, I’m here as a guest of Emilio Alvarez, the rookie shortstop. Tell him Ivan David is here.”

Ivan spoke with such presence and authority that the two brown-haired twins turned to look him over for themselves. A few of the other anxious line-waiters looked in Ivan’s direction as well. Who the hell was he?

“What’s your name again?” the first doorman asked him. He continued to hold the twins at bay in front of him.

“Ivan David.”

“Ivan David?” the doorman repeated in confusion. “You got two first names?”

Ivan grinned. “Yeah.”

The doorman cracked his first smile. “Okay. Hey, check the list for Ivan David.”

Ivan stood there knowing that his name wouldn’t be on the list. He wished he had told Emilio to look out for him just in case he swung past the party later. But he planned to argue his point to the doormen anyway. All he needed was someone to go inside and find E.A. for him.

As he waited there on the sidewalk for the inevitable, the valet staff sprinted to the curb, where another stretch limo was pulling up.

The crowd got excited in anticipation. Even Ivan watched to see who it was. Was Big Deke Walker, the superstar slugger, at the party yet? He was never known to attend a party early.

But when the valet guys opened the limo doors and let out its passengers, there were only sexy women inside. They climbed out one at a time and stood on the sidewalk until the last one had joined them. There were seven of them in all, the perfect number to pack inside their stretch limo. And they were all of different races: white, black, Latina, Filipina, and exotic mixtures in between.

Were they a cheerleading squad or models? No one was sure until their leader stepped out last and was immediately recognized by the doormen.

“Lucina,” one of the doormen said to her.

“Hey, Matt, how’s it going?” she addressed him with a light hand to his arm.

“You know the party don’t get started until you arrive,” he teased her.

“Stop it,” she told him, and laughed. “Then again, don’t stop,” she teased.

Ivan heard a slight accent in her voice, but it didn’t sound Mexican or Filipina. It had more of a Mediterranean swagger to it. Maybe Italian or Greek.

“That’s Lucina Gallo,” he overheard one the twins comment from behind him.

Ivan stared at this Lucina Gallo woman up close and was impressed with her immediately. She wore a thin silky dress of a dark blue and baby-blue mix that stood out from the mostly solid colors of the other girls. Her sparkling purse, necklace, bracelet, watch, anklet, and heels all glittered in the night, like a live advertisement for a glamorous fashion magazine. And her height mixed in well with the others’. She was not the tallest or the shortest, but she definitely had the most presence. She looked no older than he was, twenty-eight. However, Ivan only gave her that because she was in a position of authority. Otherwise, she looked a spoiled twenty-two, a rich man’s college-aged daughter.

Then she looked in Ivan’s direction to survey the crowd. When she did, he noticed that her eyes twinkled with a multicolored hue of their own. Her eyes were in contrast with her moody, olive-toned skin and thick, dark, two-toned brown hair.

Ivan was frozen stiff just from looking at her.

Damn, she bad!

Lucina looked right through him and into the crowd behind him as if he were the clear glass window of a department store.

“Nice line,” she said to herself with a nod. Then she turned back to her girls. “Let’s go inside.”

Ivan watched them all walk into the hotel party past the doormen, and he missed them already, especially Lucina. As he continued to stand there on the sidewalk, he felt as cold as a lone man at the North Pole.

“Shit,” he mumbled to himself. He thought again about what it would take to become an insider with the movers and shakers of San Diego. The doormen then snapped him out of his daydream.

“There’s no Ivan David on the list.”

Ivan said, “Well, can one of you go get Emilio and let him know that I’m here?”

The lead doorman shook his head. “That’s not our job. Call him up on his cell phone.” He was finally ready to let the twins in. “Okay, you can go,” he told them.

Ivan watched the girls pay their twenty-five dollars inside the doorway, and he realized the only way he was getting into the party free was if Emilio happened to walk outside for some reason. But why would he do that in the middle of a jam-packed party?

Ivan looked to the back of the line again. It had grown longer since the last time he looked. The doormen didn’t pay him any more attention. His case was closed. They had jobs to do. So Ivan shook it off and accepted his defeat.

Let me get the hell out of here, he told himself. He figured that going through too much hassle to get in would kill his excitement at being there.

Just as he began to walk away, the lead doorman called out his name again in jest. “All right, Ivan David. You make sure you make that list next time.”

A few of the other doormen laughed, but Ivan didn’t find it funny. The joke registered in his mind as a challenge. So he responded to it that way.

“All right. You can count on that.”








Two

Back to the Office




IVAN MADE IT to his car in the Horton Plaza parking lot and was still grumbling to himself about the doorman’s slight outside the party.

“So he thinks it’s all a joke, hunh? We’ll see,” he told himself as he climbed back behind the wheel of his Altima. Then he thought about the slight from a different perspective.

“At least they know my name now,” he stated. “They’re gonna know it a lot more real soon, too. Watch what I tell you.”

He was that irritated by it. How dare some lowly doorman make fun of him? Who the hell was he to joke? All he did was watch the door like a human guard dog.

 

FOR HIS TWENTY-MINUTE DRIVE back home to the La Mesa area of northeast San Diego, Ivan decided to drive through the scenic Balboa Park before connecting east on Interstate 8.

This time, he wasn’t in the mood for silence. To drown out his own doubts and insecurities about where he stood in life, he pulled out a rap CD and slid it into his audio system below the dashboard. He needed to solidify his thoughts of rebellion against the status quo, and rap music was sure to do the trick.

“Truck Volume,” a musical progression track from legendary producer Dr. Dre, was just what Ivan wanted to hear, while the famously obnoxious rapper Busta Rhymes screamed, yelled, and hollered at the top of his lungs, “Truck shit now! Turn my music up! Truck volume! Truck volume!”

Regardless of the rapper’s overstated screaming and yelling, the Dr. Dre production pushed the mind forward through an organized sequence of keyboards, bass, and drums, as if an army of ideas was advancing forward on an enemy. As the overpowering music pumped out of the speaker system, Ivan’s tense body began to bow forward behind the wheel, like an obedient soldier ready to carry out his mission.

The musical adrenaline was so strong that Ivan replayed the song five straight times, until he had pulled into the driveway of the modest three-level apartment complex where he lived.

Finally, he turned off his stereo system after parking inside the lot. “That shit is blazing,” he told himself of the track. It was nearly two o’clock in the morning. Nevertheless, Ivan felt as if he had just worked up an afternoon sweat. Relevant music was that energizing.

As soon as he climbed out of his car, one of his neighbors addressed him from where he stood on the second-level walkway.

“That’s that Busta Rhymes album, isn’t it? Genesis. My cousin played on that song you were just pumping. It’s called ‘Truck Volume,’ right? That’s song’s pretty hot.”

Julio was a Mexican-American in his early thirties with his hair cut low. He was wearing no shirt with his beige khaki pants. Colorful tattoos adorned his slender chest, and his left hand held on to a blunt of marijuana. He was still smoking it.

Ivan looked up at him and nodded while heading for the staircase.

“Yeah, that’s it,” he responded. “But who is your cousin?”

Julio smiled and took another hit of the blunt before he answered. “Mike Elizondo. He plays bass on a lot of Dr. Dre’s songs.” He held the blunt between his lips to play an imaginary bass guitar with his hands.

Ivan made it to the staircase and laughed on his way up. He lived only three doors down from Julio and his family. The two men shook hands when Ivan reached him.

“So, the bass player is your cousin?” Ivan asked him again.

“Yeah,” Julio answered proudly. “And that Jewish kid from Philadelphia plays on the keyboards. Scott Storch. That kid is nasty wit’ it.”

He held his blunt tightly between his lips again and stretched out his free fingers to play an imaginary keyboard progression:

“Derrrnt…darrrnt…derrrnt…darrrnt…derrrnt…darrrnt…durrrnt…durrrrnnt.” He hummed the notes as he moved his hands left and right.

Ivan started to laugh again.

Julio said, “That’s that Jewish kid, man. Scott Storch. He’s nasty. He was the one who played those wicked piano notes on Still D.R.E.

“Bling-bling-bling-bling-bling-bling-bling-bling-bling-bling-blingblinnggg…”

Ivan said, “I didn’t know you were into music like that.” He figured the effects of the marijuana were helping out his neighbor’s free expression that evening. It was a strong grade, too. Ivan could smell it.

Julio nodded and uttered, “Yeah, man, I love music.” Another cloud of smoke left his mouth and floated up into the night air.

Ivan continued to think about that. He said, “It’s just something about music that gets everybody open.”

Julio continued to smoke and said, “Yup.” Then he considered Ivan. “You want some of this?” He extended the blunt in his right hand.

Ivan turned it down. “Nah, man, I gotta be back at work in six hours. And Fridays and Mondays are the worst. You can’t wait to get the hell out of there on Friday, and you can’t believe you’re back there already on Monday.”

Julio said, “I gotta be at work in six hours, too. But at least you got weekends off. I only get Sundays off. And you work inside. I’m outside all day in the heat.”

Julio worked for a groundskeeping company. And in the state of California, groundskeeping was an around-the-clock job.

Ivan thought about it and nodded. “I guess we all got our own medicine to swallow, hunh?”

Julio held his marijuana up in the air. “I’m swallowing my medicine right now.”

Ivan laughed and shook it off. He started to walk to his apartment with his key out. Once he reached the door, he figured, What the hell? Go ahead and get some. It’ll help you make it through Friday.

He looked back to Julio and said, “Yo…let me get some of that.”

Julio studied him first. He asked him, “Are you sure? I mean, they don’t do no urine tests where you work, do they? I wouldn’t want to be the one who gets you fired.”

Ivan smiled. “You wasn’t thinking about that when you first asked me.”

Julio looked confused for a second. “Well, I wasn’t thinking until you said something. But you work at an office. Grass don’t matter where I work. We all smoke a li’l bit of herb.”

Ivan said, “Nah, that ain’t no li’l bit of herb you smoking. That smells like you got some good shit.”

Julio chuckled and said, “Yeah, this is the best. It’s all green leaf, straight off the stems with no seeds.” He looked at it in his hand and asked Ivan, “Are you sure you can handle the rest of this? It’s even stronger at the end.”

Ivan hesitated. Julio was right. The end part of a blunt was the more potent because the smoke had made it more concentrated. But Ivan decided to go for broke anyway.

“Fuck it, man, I need to change up my ways. If you keep doing what you’ve been doing, then you’ll keep getting what you’ve been getting,” he stated to himself.

He reached out his right hand and accepted the rest of the marijuana. About a fourth of it was left.

“All right. Good luck, then, man,” Julio told him carefully.

Ivan asked him, “You don’t want any more of it?”

Julio shook it off. He said, “You gotta know your limit. I’ve been smoking that stuff all night. But I gotta get to bed now, man. I need to get at least a good four hours.”

Ivan grinned. “All right, so now you’re gonna leave me with the shit, hunh?”

“You asked me for it. But I’ll take it back for tomorrow night if you don’t want it,” Julio told him.

Ivan stepped away with it and took his first hit. “Nah, I got it. She going home with me now,” he joked, sucking the smoke in deeply.

Julio looked him over and said, “All right, man, just don’t get her pregnant.”

They shared a laugh.

Ivan shook his head and responded, “Nah, I ain’t doing that. This here is just a one-night stand, and I’m definitely wearing a condom with her.”

Julio laughed even harder before they went their separate ways.

 

IVAN LET HIMSELF into his apartment while still smoking the potent strain of weed.

When he walked in, he left the lights off and turned on his stereo system from inside the entertainment cabinet. He had a thirty-seven-inch color TV, DVD player, videocassette player, stereo system, cable box, and five remote controls.

After turning on more music, he sat down on the comfortable sofa facing the entertainment system and continued to smoke in the dark. Instead of listening to the brashness of rap, he clicked on the timeless jazz of Donald Byrd, A New Perspective.

Ivan sucked up the marijuana smoke that began to hit him like a torch, igniting his brain, while the harmonizing jazz voices, horns, chords, bass notes, and percussion beat patterns of rampant thoughts into his consciousness. No lyrics were needed.

What the hell I am I doing here? he asked himself in his high. What is the meaning of my life? I’m twenty-eight years old now, in the year 2003, and I’m still living in a damn two-bedroom apartment in San Diego with no plans for the future.

He thought about that as he finished smoking the rest of the blunt. He climbed to his feet and stumbled inside the kitchen to put it out in the sink before it would burn his fingers at the nub. Since he didn’t usually smoke, Ivan had no ashtrays sitting around. And when the full high hit him, he walked gingerly to the sofa, where he crashed back down into his seat.

“Shit!” he told himself, feeling the disorientation of his mind and body. “I’m high as hell in here.”

That’s when his doubts and paranoia kicked into overdrive.

Damn! I got a job that I might get fired from tomorrow if they ask me for a urine sample…Please don’t ask me for no urine sample. I don’t even get high like this. This is not normal for me. I’ll never let it happen again in my life. Honestly.

Then he began to laugh at himself.

“They won’t do that shit. For what?” he mumbled aloud. I have no history of doing any drugs. They don’t check up on you for that shit, no way. What the hell am I thinking about?

As the jazz music continued to open up his mind from the background, Ivan began to think about his present and future.

Am I gonna be somebody? he asked himself. Then he paused for what seemed like an extralong time. Nah, who am I kidding? Ivan David is a nobody. I’m a fucking joke. I’m no better off than my brother. I just got a college degree and a job.

Then he thought about it again.

But at least I don’t have no kids and three baby mommas in my way. Maybe I can make it. If anybody else can make it, I can make it, too. Ain’t nobody better than me. What makes them better than me? You just gotta stand up and do something.

He even stood up in the room to make a statement to himself. Or stumbled up.

I’m gonna make a name for myself, he declared. And they’re gonna know me in this town. They’re gonna know me! San Diego’s Ivan David…the party promoter.

As he stood there thinking to himself about his declaration, he closed his eyes and began to sway blindly to the jazz music. The high was pulsating in his nerves, creating an insane energy of randomness.

Suddenly his skin felt cold; he rubbed his arms and shoulders for warmth.

“Shit. It’s cold in here,” he mumbled. Somebody hold me, he thought. Mom, I’m cold. I need to turn the heat up. But his mother didn’t respond to him.

Then he visualized the girl at the party. Lucina Gallo. She was right there on the sidewalk in front of him. He asked her, Ain’t you cold?

She answered, No, with her hard, colored eyes right on him.

You’re not? Then how come I’m so cold? he asked her.

She continued to stare at him. Then she asked him, What is wrong with you?

Ivan didn’t understand her question. Hunh?

What is wrong with you? she repeated. He was making a fool of himself out in front of her.

In his delusional state of mind, it all seemed real…for a second. Then he snapped out of it. He grabbed his throbbing head and asked himself, What am I talking about? I’m bugging, man. I’m high as hell in here. I don’t even know that girl.

He fell back down on the sofa and began to rub his temples, with the jazz music still talking to him. The harmonizing voices made him feel as if a thousand eyes were watching him make a fool of himself. And he was powerless to do anything about it. The high had him stranded out in the desert.

When is this gonna wear off? The insanity had gone on long enough. The slithery, snakelike energy continued to run up and down his body. Ivan moved his hands from his head to his arms and shoulders, and then down to his legs.

“Fuck! What am I so cold for? I got clothes on.”

Maybe I just can’t handle this shit. You can’t OD off of weed, can you…? SHIT!

Ivan had only been high a few times before, in his college days. But the strain of marijuana he had tried back then was not half as potent. He didn’t even cough with Julio’s strain. It went down smooth and kicked in hard.

Ivan forced himself up a third time to pull out a comforter from his hallway closet. He carried it back to the sofa to stretch out with it across the couch, while wrapping it around himself like a mummy.

Man, if I make it through this, I’m never getting high again, he told himself as his body continued to twitch. This is crazy! I just wanna go to sleep now. I just wanna go to sleep…

 

MIRACULOUSLY, when his alarm clock went off at a quarter to seven in the morning, Ivan felt sane again. His body was worn out from the uncontrollable movement, his eyes were bloodshot from the smoke, and his hair was mangled from the craziness, but other than that, he had survived his spontaneous experimentation. So he climbed up from the sofa, where he had slept and listened to music all night, and he smiled to himself.

“What don’t kill you makes you stronger,” he mumbled through his grin. He was overjoyed to still be alive. “But I’m not doing that shit no more,” he stated. “I got too much to do.”

In opposition to the dark, sporadic energy and paranoia the marijuana had given him the night before, when the high had faded in the morning, Ivan felt light-headed and optimistic.

He walked into the bathroom to take a long leak. “I hope they don’t ask me for a cup of this,” he told himself with a chuckle. Then he flushed it away.

He clapped his hands in the mirror and said, “I made it back down to earth,” as if the weed had taken him on a journey to outer space. “Now I just need a shower, some eyedrops, brush my teeth, get some breakfast, and I’m off for work as usual.”

 

AT TWENTY MINUTES TO EIGHT, Ivan walked out of his apartment in a white office shirt, royal blue tie, and dark brown slacks and shoes, while carrying his black leather briefcase.

When he passed Julio’s apartment three doors down, he could hear the kids up and about, playing inside. He then looked down in the parking lot and saw that Julio’s pickup truck was gone.

That guy is up and out like clockwork, he thought. And so am I. The world keeps going no matter what.

Back out on the highway, Ivan took Interstate 8 toward the Beaches of west San Diego before connecting to Interstate 5 North for the offices of Hutch & Mitchell Accounting in North Clairemont. He needed silence again, while thinking about the ideas he had floating around in his mind before, during, and after the high.

So how do I promote parties? I haven’t even thrown a party before, he mused as he drove. I got the perfect company name for it, though. I.D. Promotions. I got E.A. to thank for that. My initials sound as good as his do. And since I’ll be throwing parties with drinking involved, you’ll need an I.D. to get in.

“You can’t beat that.” He grinned from behind the wheel. I.D. Promotions was a solid brand name. “There’s a ton of different ways I can spin that.”

But first I gotta make sure the name is available online this morning.

Then he wondered about Lucina Gallo again.

“That’s a bad ass girl,” he stated. “And the party don’t start until she gets there, hunh?”

I’m gonna have to invite her and her friends out to my parties, then. But would she even come…? I’m still a nobody.

He had to deliberate on that for a minute. As he thought it over, his eyes swayed to the houses on the hills that overlooked Interstate 5. Ivan had to drive past the hilltop houses every day to and from work. The mountainside houses had a clear view of the highway traffic, the downtown skyline, the airport, SeaWorld, Mission Bay Park, the Beaches, and the Pacific Ocean. And although Ivan remained curious about them, he had never even priced them before.

You’re talking about a million dollars for the basic ones, he assumed. But maybe I need to ask somebody.

When he pulled into the parking lot of the industrial park of North Clairemont and found a space, he thought of all the people from the various industries who worked inside the office buildings there.

Somebody owns every last one of these buildings, and all we’re doing is working in them, he contemplated as he walked inside and headed toward the elevators.

Hutch & Mitchell Accounting rented half of the fourth floor in a nine-story building.

Ivan stepped off the elevator and walked into the office past the receptionist at the entrance. She was an alert college intern who liked to be at work earlier than everyone else. She wanted to prove that she was willing to put in her dues.

“Good morning, Ivan,” she greeted him.

Ivan smiled and nodded to her on his way in. “Good morning.”

The accounting office was set up in rows of cubicles, highlighted in royal blue. Surrounding the cubicles were the conference rooms, the manager and supervisor offices, and the attorneys’ offices. They all had the window views. At the opposite corners of the building were the partners’ offices, with John Hutch at one end and Barry Mitchell at the other. Their offices had the most window space and the best views.

The cubicles were grouped in four areas: the accounting staff, who input all of the numbers; the audit staff, who checked and rechecked the numbers; the tax staff, who applied the proper tax codes; and the general staff, which included the secretaries.

Ivan was one of only three African-Americans at the firm of more than thirty employees. He had served his time at Hutch & Mitchell—a public accounting firm—before passing the California Board of Accounting exam to become a certified public accountant two years ago. Now he worked in the tax department with an income of more than fifty thousand dollars a year. But while his mother continued to suffer from cancer, Ivan had been forced to spend a large portion of it to pay for her medical needs.

Time for me to start making this money work for me, he told himself.

The first thing he did at his desk that morning was go online to search for “I.D. Promotions” as a possible name for his limited liability company for party throwing. As an accountant, he understood firsthand that the primary execution of any business was to secure an attractive and taxable name. As soon as his internet search for “I.D. Promotions” came up empty, Ivan filed online immediately to secure the name with his credit card.

“Hey, Ivan, what are you up to?” someone asked from behind him.

Ivan turned to see who it was before he answered. He wasn’t online for work purposes.

“Oh, what’s up, Chip? I’m just locking up a business name on this thing,” he stated.

Chip Garrett, another CPA, worked in the tax department as well. He was in his early thirties, still single, and his desk was only two cubicles down from Ivan’s. Chip was one of the more sociable white guys at the office.

“Oh, yeah? Who for?” he asked Ivan.

The natural assumption was that, as an accountant, you did everything to benefit your clients, especially while at the office.

Ivan told him, “This is actually for me.”

That caused Chip to raise his eyebrow with interest.

“Oh, yeah? What kind of business?”

As more of the staff began to arrive at the office, Ivan told him, “I’ll tell you at lunchtime.” Everyone didn’t need to know.

Chip froze for a second before he nodded in agreement. What was Ivan up to?

“Oh, okay. I’ll see if we can take our lunch breaks around the same time then.”

“Yeah, I’ll see you then,” Ivan mumbled to him. He wanted to rush the credit card process and get back to work before anyone else could catch what he was doing online.

As soon as he had finished, Dwayne Bellamy, a middle manager, appeared behind him. Dwayne was one of the three African-Americans at the Hutch & Mitchell offices. The third was a filing secretary.

“Ivan, we have a tax staff meeting at ten this morning inside Conference Room B. Would you let everyone know for me?”

Ivan nodded to him. “All right.” He studied Dwayne as he walked back toward his office in a dark gray business suit. Dwayne’s office was small compared to the other offices, but at least it wasn’t a cubicle. He made over six figures in his managerial position. Nevertheless, the man seemed beat down and lifeless.

Shit, I don’t want to be like that when I get to his level. That brother acts like he could use a party, Ivan thought.

He got started on his work that morning on tax forms before his cell phone went off on vibration mode.

Ivan looked down to his hip at the number and recognized Catherine Boone’s.

Shit! I never called her last night. He panicked. Do I even answer it?

Out of courtesy, he decided he would. He planned not to mention anything about not calling her. He would let her bring it up instead.

“Hey, how are you doing? You’re on your way out already?”

“Yeah, I’m on my way to the airport now. How was the party last night?” she asked him.

“I couldn’t even get in,” Ivan admitted. “And I didn’t have Emilio’s number with me to call him.”

“Oh…so, what did you do?”

It was an awkward moment. Obviously he didn’t call to do anything with her.

He said, “I ended up just driving back home and brainstorming about my plans. I think I want to get involved in throwing some. But I’ll tell you about that later. So call me back when you get in.”

Catherine wouldn’t let him off the phone that easy. “What, you’re talking about throwing your own parties now? Is that what you’re talking about?”

Ivan figured he had said enough at the office already. He declined further comment.

“I’ll tell you about it later when you get in. I have a staff meeting this morning.”

Catherine backed off. “Okay.”

Ivan wouldn’t mind running his party promotion ideas past her for a pros-and-cons discussion, he just didn’t want to do so while he was still at work.

 

IT WAS AFTER TEN O’CLOCK and the tax staff meeting had not yet started. Dwayne Bellamy was having a long, closed-door conference with the supervisors. Since Ivan didn’t want to start on anything new that he would need to break away from, he idled doing nothing before the meeting.

He then eyed Mike Adams, an accountant from the audit department, who was working feverishly at his station. Mike was still in his midtwenties, married, with a young child, and had not taken the state exam yet. But he was sure to pass it. He was all work and no play. He took his job very seriously.

Chip noticed Ivan watching Mike and walked over to make a comment on it.

“That guy’s going to work his damn fingers to the nub, right?” he joked to Ivan loud enough to be heard.

Ivan chuckled.

Mike overheard them laughing at him. “I heard that,” he commented. “But you’re both gonna be happy to have someone like me on your side one day.”

Chip said, “Oh, I’m already happy you’re on my side, buddy. I’m ready to pass you some of my work right now.”

Ivan grinned it off before heading to the men’s bathroom down the hall. It was right across the hallway from Barry Mitchell’s corner office. The partner had his office door wide open that morning while he chatted with another future account, a young Filipino man.

“You know how the government finds a way to tax and ride the proverbial backs of the middle class?” Mitchell asked the young Filipino rhetorically.

Ivan had heard it all from his silver-haired, well-dressed, black-Mercedes-driving boss before. Barry Mitchell was the partner who liked to talk. John Hutch, on the other hand, talked a lot less. Ivan didn’t expect the young man inside the office to get many words in as he sat in the tall, comfortable leather chair across from Mitchell’s king-sized desk. Hutch had even joked that maybe his partner should have been more of a financial advisor than a tax man, since he liked to talk so much.

“Well, in several ways,” Mitchell began to answer for himself. “First of all, since the majority of the middle class is employed by America’s larger companies, the government is able to take the money right out of their checks. So they don’t have much of a choice. But the rich, who receive the majority of their income through cash receipts, business deals, dividend payouts, real estate sales, and contract payments, are given the opportunity to determine when they want to pay their taxes. By the time that happens, with what’s left of it, they can then decide with us how they’d like to shelter it. And with your extreme poor, you’ll find that a large percentage of them are paid under the table with cash, which they’re not gonna report for taxes. Nor are the poor going to report cash gifts or any kinds of illegal monies.

“So, who ends up paying the majority of the taxes?” he concluded. “You guessed it. The middle class.” He said, “The middle class also like to overuse credit, and they always pay the highest rates for it. But you’re not gonna give a credit card worth any value to the extreme poor. And with the rich, well, of course, they know better, so they’re always going to negotiate the better credit rates.”

On that note, Ivan slipped into the restroom and remembered when Barry Mitchell had made a similar speech to him more than five years ago.

“I still haven’t been able to get the government off my middleclass back,” he mumbled.

When he walked back out of the stall to wash his hands at the sink, he thought, There are no more excuses for me now. I have all the information I need to make my money work for me. And what I don’t know only takes a phone call or a sit-down to find out. So it’s all about my willpower now.

When Ivan exited the bathroom, Mitchell was still going strong in his office.

He said, “The American dream has become such a strong illusion for the middle class that they’re actually willing to accept their position as its mule.”

One of the older secretaries, who worked close enough in her cubicle to hear every word of Mitchell’s lecture, met eyes with Ivan as he walked by.

She shook her head with a frown and was tired of hearing it all. She even let Ivan know her opinion on the matter.

“It’s not everyone’s goal or purpose to be rich,” she stated.

Ivan heard her out and chuckled as he walked by. But he didn’t necessarily agree with her.

Is it our goal and purpose to remain mules? he contemplated. What is our goal and purpose, then? I know I’m not planning to be a mule all my life, while the rich ride my back.

He reflected on the past nine years that he had spent helping his mother fight cancer. If he had to do it all over again, he would. But that was no longer the case, and his mother had told him in her own breath that he could live his life now.

And that’s what the hell I plan to do, he told himself as he arrived back at his desk.

“Hey, Ivan, we’re all ready for that meeting now,” Chip told him. He was already headed for the conference room.

Ivan nodded and followed him.

When they walked into the conference room, they were joined by a staff of six, with two supervisors and Dwayne Bellamy as the middle manager to oversee the meeting.

They all sat down in dark leather chairs at a cherrywood oval table that seated ten—four on each side, and one at each end.

Kevin Edison, a supervisor and the spokesman for the meeting, shut and locked the conference room door for privacy before he launched into his thoughts.

“Ah, as some of you have already heard, our contracts with Watkins Financial Group, Pellman Developers, Harvey Furniture, and Williams School Supplies are all in their last year, and the clients have not been, ah, considerably pleased with our efforts of late to save them money.”

Kevin was a straight shooter in a business that needed and appreciated it. There was no beating around the bush with accounting. The numbers and tax laws spoke for themselves.

No one said a word as he continued.

“So, over the next few weeks, our efforts as the tax staff will be to turn over every new stone to find ways in which we can squeeze another pint or so of orange juice out of the city, state, and federal tax laws—as we know them to be—to try and maintain these very, ah, important clients.”

Chip frowned, smiled, and shook his head with a chuckle of sarcasm.

Dwayne read his disturbance and asked him about it. “You have some questions, Chip?”

“Well, yeah, I mean, with all due respect, I understand how important these guys are as clients, but as their accountants, I feel that the auditing department should be the ones to go through all of their books and tell them how they can save more money on their end, instead of them coming down on us to find more loopholes in the tax laws.

“I mean, if you ask me, it just doesn’t seem fair to put that kind of pressure on us,” he commented. “I mean, the tax laws are the tax laws.”

Kevin said, “Well, the auditing department is already working on their end. We met with them yesterday.”

Dwayne said, “Obviously, you haven’t spoken to anyone in the auditing department.”

Chip looked confused that they were assumed to have known everything already.

“Well, isn’t that what we’re ultimately paid to do, to work as a team? But if we weren’t told about this in the meeting yesterday, then how are we to know that?”

Ivan stared at Chip and knew better. Chip just didn’t want the extra workload. He argued about everything, things that it didn’t make any sense to complain about.

Amy Ashford, a tax veteran in her early forties, spoke up to stop Chip’s nonsense.

She said, “Well, I did hear about it, and I assumed that we would have our meeting before the week was out, and lo and behold, here we are. So we should all be on the same page now for next week.”

Dwayne nodded to her. “Thank you.” He looked as if it had been a long day for him already, but it was only 10:37 AM.

Amy turned and addressed Chip before he got a chance to spit any more needless venom.

“Chip, although I see your point that auditing should be the ones to tell a company how it can benefit by tightening up within its own ranks, since we are their accounting firm, it’s still considered our job to do everything in our power to find them every way possible to save money. Otherwise, why should they continue to choose us over any other accounting firm? It’s all about going that extra mile for the client,” she stated.

Ivan spoke up. “That’s about it.” He knew the deal like the back of his hand. It was what Barry Mitchell had always told them: the rich will bully their way to heaven, and unless their company could tax the middle class to stay afloat like the government did, it was in the best interest of the company to stay in the good graces of those who could afford to write the larger checks.

However, when the meeting was adjourned, Chip was not at all pleased with Ivan’s acceptance of the matter.

He pulled Ivan aside for privacy and addressed him in low tones. “Hey, man, I mean, don’t you get tired of all the extra ass-kissing they force us to do for some of these dickless clients we’re under contract with? I mean, let’s get real here, man. How much of that money do we even see for this extra work that we all do?”

Ivan remained silent. Chip had a point. They remained under salary no matter how hard they worked on taxes.

Ivan told himself, That’s exactly why I have other plans now. I’m gonna look out for me as hard as I look out for them.

But instead of telling that to Chip, he answered, “I understand what you’re saying, man. I do. But at the end of the day, our job is to save our clients money. That’s all it is.”

Chip studied Ivan’s eyes and his calm demeanor, and he realized that he was unwavering. Ivan meant what he said, and a man had to respect that. So Chip stuck out his hand for an honorable handshake.

“You’re right.” He paused and stood there bewildered for a second. “Well, let’s get back to work, then,” he commented. “We’re still on Hutch and Mitchell time.”

Chip still managed to slip his wicked sarcasm into the mix. All Ivan could do was laugh about it…for the moment. But like he had told himself, he had other plans now.








Three

Black Network Parties




SO, YOU’RE TELLING ME that you’re going to start promoting parties now? I mean, come on, Ivan, are you serious? You’ve never even thrown a party before.”

Catherine was crystal clear over the speakerphone. She made Ivan’s idea sound preposterous. But he was adamant and all smiles while sitting on his sofa explaining it to her.

“Do you like the company name, at least?”

“I mean, the name is catchy, yes. But…throwing parties is a lot more than a catchy promoter name, Ivan,” she warned him. “And I thought you told me you couldn’t even get in the party.”

“I couldn’t. But that’s what gave me the idea to throw my own.”

Ivan was excited by the challenge.

Catherine sighed over the phone. She really sounded concerned. She said, “You’re not gonna quit your accounting job for this, are you?”

Ivan frowned at the assumption. “Hell, no, I’m not gonna quit my job. Why would I do that? This is the first time I’ve had the freedom to work my money.”

“Okay, I’m just checking. Don’t bite my head off,” she told him. She said, “Well, if you’re gonna start throwing parties like that, then maybe you should start off with, like…after-work network parties or something. Just start with something small. You know what I mean?”

Ivan thought it over and said, “Network parties? How am I gonna make any money off of that? People don’t pay for those. That’s just the bar making money.”

“Well, invite somebody out that they’ll pay to see, then. Get some of the Padres to talk about the lack of black players in baseball or something. I don’t know.”

Ivan thought about that idea as well. He said, “You think I can get Butch and Deke to come out for an after-work crowd? I mean, they got practice and games around that time.”

“Look, Ivan, it was only a suggestion. But I think this whole thing is crazy, if you ask me,” Catherine snapped.

“All right, well, the first thing I need to do is get my logo and website together. So I’m meeting up with a couple of college guys this weekend to run my ideas past them,” Ivan told her.

Catherine said, “A couple of college guys?” It didn’t sound professional enough.

“Yeah, I’ve seen some of their work online before, so I reached out to them with an email as soon as I got home, and they responded back to me to meet up with them tomorrow.”

There was an extended pause over the phone while Catherine considered it all. “All right, well, it pretty much sounds like you got your mind made up. So, good luck on it.”

“Thanks,” Ivan told her. “And what about your job interview? You think they’re gonna hire you?”

“We’ll see. But I hope they do, though. Because I can’t wait to see how you’re gonna try and pull off this party promotion thing.”

“Try? Sounds like you don’t believe I can do it.”

“Well, you’re not exactly Mr. Party Animal, Ivan. Or should I call you Mr. I.D. now?”

Ivan chuckled. He said, “I don’t have to be a party animal. All I need to do is put on the party. And I’ll find other people to do all that other stuff.”

“Can you even dance now, Ivan?” Catherine teased him.

“Yeah, I can still dance. I’m gon’ dance to this new money. Ching, ching, ching, ching-ching, ching, chinnggg,” he sang in his response.

Catherine chuckled over the phone. She said, “Well, I’m glad you have confidence about it, because you’re gonna need it.”

Ivan thought hard after that. How much confidence did he have?

“Yeah.” That’s all he could say. He had done enough talking already. He needed to start putting his plans into motion.

“All right, so, call me up and let me know how this job situation works out,” he told her.

“I will. And you let me know how things work out with you.”

When Ivan hung up, he was surprised at how well their conversation had gone, considering he had dodged her advances the night before. In the past, Catherine wouldn’t call him for a week if she was upset with him, let alone talk to him for an hour.

“I guess she’s growing up now,” he assumed to himself. Then he pondered his own maturity. “And so am I,” he mumbled with a nod.

He figured it was time to move away from the safe road that he had traveled on for so many years and start taking new chances. And he was excited about doing so.

 

IVAN DROVE THROUGH the familiar territory of College Avenue on San Diego State’s campus before reaching University Boulevard. He was en route to make his Saturday meeting with the undergraduate web team of TheFreeWorldWizards.com. They had built a high-adrenaline website that loaded up fast and flashed a constantly changing scenery of graphic designs, photography, and artwork. Ivan had been tipped to check out their energizing site at his office months ago. But he’d had no reason to contact the guys who set it up until now.

He pulled up to the address off of University Boulevard and immediately spotted two college-age white guys sitting on the elevated patio of the apartment. They sat in white beach chairs in front of a plastic white table, awaiting his arrival. In the driveway below them was a light green Camaro emblazoned with superheroes and cartoon characters.

“Ivan David?” one of the college guys asked him as soon as Ivan climbed out of his car. The two partners were total opposites in appearance. One was a heavyset blond with long hair past his shoulders, while the other was slim, with short dark hair and glasses. However, they both wore casual T-shirts and shorts with their loafers.

“So, who is Paul and who is Jeff?” Ivan asked them as he approached the stairs to join them on the patio.

The heavy, long-haired blond answered first. “I’m Jeff and he’s Paul.”

Ivan nodded. “Okay. Well, I’m Ivan.”

They shared a chuckle as Ivan reached them on the patio and sat down in an extra white chair.

Paul told him immediately, “I love your company name. We can do a lot with I.D. Promotions.”

“Lots of things,” Jeff added. “But what are your ideas for it?”

They were hitting him upside the head fast.

Ivan responded, “Well…first of all…” He slowed things down a bit. “I want to create a logo where the ‘I.D.’ part is big and stands by itself. And the ‘Promotions’ part should almost seem like an afterthought. So in other words, when you’re looking at a flyer, as soon as you pick it up, you should be able to read ‘I.D.’ immediately, and then ‘Promotions.’ You know what I mean?”

Paul had a large sketch pad and a black pen right there on the plastic white table. He grabbed them both and said, “That’s easy.” He drew a large, extrathick “I” with a matching period and a large, extrathick “D” with another period. Once he finished that, he wrote the word “Promotions” across the center of the “I” and the “D.”

He said, “If you do something like that, all you have to do is change the background colors of the letters, and your brand will pop off of any flyer as soon as you look at it.”

Paul then made a large box around the I.D. Promotions logo with enough space to draw a dancing couple to the far right side. At the top of the box, he wrote “Party Downtown,” and across the bottom he created scribble-scrabble to represent the other important information.

When it was all finished, Ivan looked at the mock-up of the flyer and grinned. “Damn. Just like that, hunh?” He was impressed.

“Yeah, man, that’s easy,” Jeff said. “And what we can do is use that same logo for the website, and we can move it around every five seconds or so. So it’ll read ‘I’ period, and then ‘D’ period, and then we freeze it for a few seconds, before ‘Promotions.’ Then we move it to the next spot and do it again. You know what I mean?”

Ivan nodded to him. “I can see it already. Top. Bottom. Left. Right. Corner. That’s a good idea. It’ll really push the name in their heads.”

Jeff said, “Yeah, but this is what we were thinking about. With the whole I.D. thing, man, you’re sitting on a gold mine. Now, you want to promote parties and other events and things, right?”

Ivan nodded, wondering where the college guys were going with it. “Yeah,” he answered.

“Okay, so you’re going to be collecting, like, an email list and population data for all of your promotions, right?”

Ivan was still studying him. “Yeah, of course.”

Jeff then got excited. He said, “Okay, so that’s the coolest part of your company name, because you’re basically asking people, ‘Who are you?’ Like, ‘What is your I.D.? Tell us about you.’ You know what I mean? And then they’ll go online and tell you. And you collect all of their data. And everyone will come to your site and sign on, because they want everyone to know who they are. Being popular is the American way.”

Jeff looked at his partner Paul. Paul was all smiles. Then Paul took over with his own excitement.

“So, what we came up with, and what we can do, is, like, have random spotlights of the people and businesses, celebrities and musicians who come out to your parties and events. And, of course, the people who come to the website. And once we build up that list, in no time you can write your own meal ticket for sponsors and advertisers who would love to be a part of what you’re building.”

Ivan nodded and kept his cool as he ran the concept through his head. He realized that San Diego was a multicultural city, but what audience did he want to attract? Two white college guys pushing his website could very easily lead him to the wrong demographic of people. And although their energy, intentions, and theory were all sound, Ivan had to make sure his new business had a core group to start with. That way he wouldn’t end up courting whomever with no particular focus. He summed up all of his own ideas before he responded to them.

“What do you think?” Jeff asked him. He and his partner both looked anxious.

Ivan looked at them both and joked, “If I wanted to sell you this company name for five hundred dollars, would you buy it?”

The college undergrads looked at each other and froze. Jeff was the first to speak up.

“Are you serious?”

Ivan started laughing and paused for effect. “Nah, I’m not serious,” he told them. “I’m just tripping off of how you two came up with all those ideas in one night.”

“Hey, that’s what we do, man,” Jeff told him. “Ideas are priceless.”

Ivan said, “Okay, well…your ideas sound good for later on down the road, once I see where I can go with it. But for right now I wanna build my core audience with the African-American professional crowd, twenty-five and up. And I know it’s not a lot of us here, but that becomes my advantage to make sure I hit ’em and I hit ’em hard to get them behind me.”

Jeff and Paul listened to where Ivan wanted to go with his website, and it looked as if all of the energy had been sucked out of them.

Jeff was first to speak up. “Well, it’s your site, man, we’ll do what you want us to do with it, but you can always market and promote to whoever you want. I wouldn’t limit who you invite to your site, though. Why would you want to do that?”

To explain himself more clearly, Ivan said, “Okay, let’s take your idea for a minute. Now, let’s say that we end up spotlighting a blond-haired white girl, who is twenty-two years old, and she likes rock music and skydiving.”

He looked them both in the eyes to make his point. “You see where I’m going with this? How in the world am I gonna benefit from that when I know I’m not promoting rock parties and skydiving?”

Paul said, “You never know. But you mainly want to let the site create its own audience. Then you find out where your strongest support is. That’s what we did with our site.”

Ivan said, “Yeah, but you’re not gonna be paying for locations, DJs, security, celebrities, and all the other things that I’ll need to pay for to get these parties off the ground. So my website needs to cater to the audience that I’m going after. And once we’re able to do that, if we find that the site is attracting other people than what I expected, then we’ll find a way to cater to them. And we can sit down and do that together. But I’m not a college student anymore, and I don’t have time for this website not to do what I need it to do, especially while I’m paying you for it.”

Jeff nodded and understood Ivan’s point. He said, “Okay. Well, let me ask you this: If you don’t have a lot of time right now to build your own list, would you be willing to buy a data list of African-American professionals in San Diego? Because we can research that for you.”

Ivan was still amazed. These guys were fast on their feet.

He said, “You can buy a list like that?”

“That’s what telemarketing companies do,” Paul answered him. “And now the internet companies are doing it.”

The plot thickened.

Ivan nodded and said, “All right. Well, let’s try that. In the meantime, what kind of price are we looking at to set up my logo and create and manage my website?”

The college partners discussed all of their price tags, including the management of the website, and nothing jumped out as outrageous, so Ivan planned to agree to most of it. At the same time, good business sense included negotiation, and Ivan wanted to make sure the two college students had an extra incentive to work hard for him.

He said, “Okay. I’ll pay you for creating the logo, and I’ll give you what you need for creating the site, but I can only pay you so much each month to manage the site until it begins to pay for itself. So the more traffic you create for me with all of your ideas, the more I can agree to pay you for management. Does that sound fair?”

Jeff looked at Paul and didn’t see a problem with it. They both had ideas for traffic already.

Paul looked back to Jeff and nodded.

“All right. We could do that,” Jeff agreed.

They then discussed putting everything in writing to sign for their next meeting.

Jeff stood up from his chair and said, “Okay, since we’re officially gonna be in business with each other, we can show you our lab now.”

Paul stood up with him, and that made Ivan stand.

“Follow us,” Paul told him.

They walked into a basic college apartment of makeshift furniture, a large-screen TV, video games, and schoolbooks before they led Ivan into a darker, secluded family room. In the darker family room, they had three LCD screens, several computer towers, scanners, a color printer, a fax machine, CDs, DVDs, several office chairs, eccentric posters all over the walls, and plenty of gadgets, artwork, and books all littered around the room.

“And this is our lab, where all of our creativity comes out,” Jeff told him.

Their work space was five times more cluttered than what Ivan liked for his personal taste, but he wasn’t a graphic designer or webmaster. So whatever worked for them, worked for them.

Ivan smiled and said, “It’s amazing how different cultures can be so…” He searched for a word to use. “Different,” he said with a chuckle.

Jeff jumped in and said, “Hey, man, it’s all gonna come together one day,” and he locked the fingers of his two hands together.

Paul agreed with a nod. “Like The Matrix,” he commented.

Ivan grinned and held back his laugh. As long as they do what I need them to do, it don’t matter much to me, he told himself. They can talk about The Matrix all they want.

 

IVAN STILL HAD TO BRAINSTORM what his first party would be. So he called some friends who were members of the San Diego Urban League to meet up with him for lunch.

They met at Carol’s Soul Food Restaurant, a new establishment in Old Town, off of Interstate 5. The place was only a few exits south from where Ivan worked in North Clairemont.

“Now, when are you gonna stop messing around and join the Urban League, Ivan?” Thomas Jones asked him. He was an older black man in his fifties, with the enthusiastic energy of a thirty-year-old. He didn’t let the gray hairs of wisdom slow him down. He was a tireless believer in the old-time religion of black solidarity. Thomas wasn’t known to hold his tongue, either. He said what he wanted to say and how he wanted to say it. So Ivan realized he wouldn’t be able to get around an Urban League membership.

He sat at a window-view table, enjoying barbecued ribs with Thomas and Henry Morgan. Henry was in his midthirties. He and Thomas worked for the same real estate firm. In fact, Thomas had recruited Henry a few months before attempting to recruit Ivan.

“How much is the membership again?” Ivan asked them.

“Fifty dollars to become a Young Urban Professional,” Henry answered.

“And what are my duties?”

“You don’t have any duties unless you want to become an officer, Ivan,” Thomas told him. “All we ask for you to do is come to the monthly meetings and participate in some of the community events that we organize.”

Ivan figured he had no choice. He had not joined the Urban League before, but now that he wanted them to help him, he would have to join them in some of the things that they wanted to accomplish. Business was business.

He nodded and mumbled through his food, “All right. I can do that.”

“Good. We’re glad to finally have you on board,” Thomas told him. “Now, what’s this new promotion business you were telling me about?” he asked before stuffing his mouth with ribs.

Ivan wiped his fingers and lips with a napkin before he spoke. “I want to start organizing events where we can pull together—you know, different people from San Diego’s black business community.”

Henry looked at him, confused. “That’s what we do in the Urban League. You’re trying to start your own Urban League now?”

Ivan smiled it off and was ready to explain his ideas again. “Well, it’s not just the business community, but the black people of San Diego in general. I wanna give them different places and events where they can come together and enjoy themselves for a few hours. And what I would do is use my website to promote the events and give spotlights to the movers and shakers of black San Diego. I can even set up an events calendar page to push the Urban League meetings.”

That gained Thomas’s full attention. He nodded and said, “That makes good sense. So basically, you wanna be a San Diego mixer man.”

“Whatever you wanna call it,” Ivan told him.

Thomas looked around their surroundings and said, “Well, you can start that with this place right here. They’re in the middle of a bunch of Spanish restaurants. Carol could use an event here. And I know her personally.”

Ivan nodded, thinking it over. He said, “I’ve always liked the Old Town area. It’s in the perfect spot, right off the highway and only minutes away from downtown.”

The restaurant had a nice size to it, with paintings of African-American historical figures on the walls. Since the furniture was lightweight and modern, Ivan figured they would have no problem rearranging the place for dancing if they needed to.

Thomas moved on the idea fast. “All right, well, let me introduce you to Carol, then.” He stood up from their table and waited for Ivan to follow him back toward the kitchen area. He hadn’t even finished with his food yet. He addressed one of the cooks, who was wearing a white apron and a hairnet.

“Hey, Jesse, let Carol know I got somebody out here to meet her. He wants to throw a networking party over here in a couple of weeks.”

Jesse heard that and started smiling from behind the tall counter that separated the customers from the kitchen. But Ivan didn’t even have a date yet.

“All right, that’s good. I’ll go and tell her,” Jesse commented.

When he disappeared farther into the kitchen, Thomas looked back at Ivan and grinned.

“That’s a good idea you came up with, Ivan. Perfect timing, too. I was just telling Carol we need to do something for her over here. All I was doing was telling people about the place. But if you promote a big party…now, that’s something different.”

Thomas was moving full steam ahead with things, but Ivan still needed to calculate it all. How could he make any money off of it?

Will she let me charge people to get in? I wonder how much she makes on a regular Thursday night. He surely didn’t want to compete on a weekend. Thursday night was a safer bet.
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